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Abstract 
In times of crisis, speaking about variability, uncertainty and even anxiety becomes part of our everyday lives. School remains 
one of the few tangible centres of modern society in the EU which enjoys (judging by the results of public opinion surveys) a 
relatively high level of confidence. This trust is attributed to the significant impact school has on the lives of individuals and on 
the further development of society towards successful EU integration. A high quality education system is at the centre of 
education policies. The (internationally comparable) achievements of learners and the effectiveness of public spending are at the 
heart of the quality of the education system debate. This paper is based on the thesis that schools develop the moral and 
intellectual excellence of individuals. In the modern complex society, also often referred to as 'risk society', goals are stated as 
being increasingly important. In the area of education, it is crucial to understand the competencies that individuals need to 
achieve in moral and intellectual excellence, especially for a successful integration into society and the labour market. Despite 
varying views on competencies needed for the 21st century, all definitions highlight ethical issues, values and virtues. The focus 
on the aforementioned raises several questions for educators; among which is the question of whether it is even possible to teach 
virtues and how to define which virtues are important. This paper points to the urgency of learning virtues and outlines some of 
them. Defining virtues in education is one of the key tasks in realising the meaning of education, and subsequently, in the 
development of moral and intellectual excellence of the individual. 
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1. Does formal education still make sense? 
In today’s society, schools are seen as the central knowledge transfer institutions. This is more or less self-evident 
and seen as a natural phenomenon. It seems (at least up until now) that the manner in which the education process 
takes place is also interpreted in this way. With the establishment of various forms and methods of knowledge 
transfer, the situation is becoming more complex and unclear. We are faced with a seemingly contradictory situation; 
on one hand, the obvious role of schools as knowledge transfer institutions is fading, whilst on the other hand the 
role of schools in society is becoming stronger. 
Critics of schools are seriously questioning the meaning of current formal education forms (Ilich, 1971), the 
assurance of education as a public good, etc. Accompanying this thinking, one can ask whether the schools are just 
remnants of the past that have lost their purpose - instead of pushing young people towards intellectual excellence 
they actually discourage them to use their intellect (Lipman, 2003, Furedi, 2012).  
With numerous criticisms of formal education, data has indicated that throughout the world, the duration of 
schooling has lengthened and the number of students enrolled in education has increased (OECD, 2013). Formal 
education is still the backbone of education and has an important role in the assertion of equal opportunities. The 
education level of individuals has an important influence on their expected level of crucial competences (PISA, 
PIAAC) which foresee their successful integration as an EU citizen into society and labour market. Due to the 
influence the level of education has on social status, education is understood as a positional good (Immerfall, 
Therborn, 2010).  
The importance of education for an individual and society (seemingly) contradicts the growing dissatisfaction 
with schools (Furedi 2009, Shore 1996). One can imagine that this dissatisfaction is related to a combination of 
reasons, one of which might also be the extremely high expectations and trust put into the role and capability of 
schools. It seems that, out of numerous possible reasons the lost purpose of schools is the most critical one (Furedi, 
2009, 2012, Giroux, 2012). 
Defining the role of schools in modern society is particularly challenging as schools are practically the only 
structures that enable society to present its demands and expectations to young people. With the complexity of the 
world and uncritical presentation of various expectations, the mission of schools has become increasingly unclear 
and for that reason an exact definition of schools is needed now more than ever.  
Emphasising the meaning of schools for the integration of an individual into knowledge society is important, but 
it can also lead to an entirely instrumental and conformist perception of the educational process (Peters, 2007) which 
emphasise the importance of directing the research focus into external factors. The learning and educational process 
obviously lose their essence. The process of learning and educating is acknowledged only by its role of increasing 
productivity or as a tool used by an individual to successfully integrate into society.  
General definitions of schools and teachers as the factors in socialisation also contribute to the vagueness of the 
mission. The importance of schools and teachers in the process of socialisation is not denied, but definitions that are 
too general lead to speculations about what it actually means and how and in what way the role is realised. Is the 
main role of teachers to help children integrate into society? Do teachers have to focus on encouraging students to 
get along with each other, to present students with healthy free time activities?  
The well-being of students is, without a doubt, an important factor that contributes to study efficiency. 
Furthermore, learning is only efficient if we manage to create a safe learning environment and thus learning touches 
the soul (Plato), if we co-create the process of learning (Čačinovič, 2008). Thus, the creation of stimulating 
environment conditions is required for the successful fulfilment of the mission. It is important to distinguish between 
creating a stimulating environment as an aim of the education and learning process or as an essential condition for 
successful learning. Indisputably, teachers and students are obligated to co-create learning conditions; however the 
education and learning aim cannot be “kneading the dough” (Peters, 2007) itself. The process of education and 
learning must derive from its own objectives; development and establishment of the state of mind towards the 
strengthening of the intellectual and moral excellence of an individual and community (Plato, Aristotle).  
The education and learning process loses its essence by being misused. It cannot be exploited for achieving aims 
because of the very nature of learning. Hence, we can only discuss learning and education when it has fulfilled 
certain conditions, namely; it has to lead to one´s moral and intellectual excellence and what we pass on must be 
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valuable. Value is not meant in the economic sense or in the practical meaning of the word, but whether the 
transferred value is judged as a conceptual artefact of humanity.  
Distinguishing the criteria for what is transferred in schools needs to urgently be considered for several reasons. 
Schools provide a structured environment enabling systematic influence onto generations of children and young 
people. For that reason it seems that in a complex world with no other tangible centres (Immerfall, Therborn, 2010), 
it will no longer be possible to transfer important messages. Besides the complexity of the world and fast scientific 
and technological progress, the problem of the spectrum of knowledge and information needed to be passed on to the 
younger generation is intensified. The fear that this generation will not gain certain knowledge and skills, puts an 
even higher degree of pressure on schools. This pressure accompanied by vague criteria when defining aims and 
contents of the curriculum, has further blurred the mission of schools and increased confusion about expectations.  
It seems we are approaching the paradox; the more society invests in education the more schooling is losing its 
purpose. 
2. Therefore, what is of paramount importance? 
Integration of school with the general well-being of an individual is nothing new to the history of education 
(Curren, 2007), however (also due to modern discussions about schools), we must not overlook the warning that 
general well-being cannot only be understood as instrumental (Wringe, 2006). The Ancient Greeks already 
understood that the concept of prosperity was not solely about state of mind and body, but as a good and well-
rounded life. Thus, well-being is a combination of personal happiness, knowledge and virtues. People have a 
constant need for purpose to their actions and existence, therefore happiness greatly depends (Oakeshott, 1989) on 
sustainable material conditions and the search for meaningful actions (Fister, 2003). Keeping this mind, the well-
being of an individual is achieved with their search for the meaning of their life that to a great extent depends on 
how much they contribute not only to their own prosperity but also to the prosperity of others.  
There are numerous views on how to lead a well-rounded life and how to pursue your prosperity (Kymlicka, 
2002), however the most reliable decisions are still based on knowledge. Actions that harm yourself as well as others 
are most frequently the result of ignorance and reckless actions (lack of awareness of the consequences of actions). 
The search for the meaning of your actions is possible without knowledge and understanding, however this does not 
mean the mission of schools is focused solely on intellectual excellence. The standpoint that schools have to 
communicate what we perceive as valuable for the successful integration and prosperity of an individual (Peters, 
2007) does not weaken the inclination of schools to encourage moral excellence. 
3. What contributes to finding the meaning of happiness – the necessity of moral education? 
The transfer of what is valuable and factors contributing to the happiness of life are a key aim of education. A 
school is bound to pass on what is valuable for the successful integration and prosperity of an individual. Happiness 
and prosperity are, according to Aristotle, indisputably connected to finding the purpose of the life of an individual, 
which is impossible without the intellectual and moral dimensions. This binds schools to encourage intellectual and 
moral excellence (Peters, 2007), these are not two separate processes but rather two intertwining processes. The key 
task of moral education should thus be to guide the way towards enrichment and to give purpose to an individual’s 
life and the life of a community (Carr, Steutel, 1999). 
Objections to the orientation of education towards happiness (Carr, Steutel, 1999) frequently derive from the 
utilitarian perception where the maximisation of comfort is the basic standard of moral values. Critics do not take 
into account the difference between Aristotle’s perception in which the focal point is the prosperity of the 
community and within that the prosperity of an individual, and the utilitarian view that favours the prosperity of the 
individual that is active and not the prosperity of the community. Utilitarianism see virtues as those elements that 
instrumentally contribute to the increase of happiness, whereas Aristotle understands virtues as key elements that 
lead to a fulfilled life. Moreover, one that does not act in accordance with virtues cannot fully realise their 
humanitarianism. Given the fact that virtues are something one can gain and learn, the task of moral education is to 
develop virtues.  
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Moral education in school and in life is not successful if it is forced. It should to a higher degree be oriented 
towards cultivation of excellence (virtues) which prepares an individual to be capable of moral judgement (Eisele, 
2010; Novak, Čepar &Trunk, 2015). An individual with virtues always follows the good and righteous path.  
Virtue cultivation includes the conative and cognitive dimensions, dimensions belonging to the process of 
education. A moral education based on virtues is impossible without the cognitive, rational as well as emotional 
aspects. Emotions, passion and feelings are the sources of information of how we perceive the world. Finding 
purpose in the world is not possible without feelings or rational judgement. Emotions are an important part of virtues 
but at the same time a virtue cannot be based solely on emotional judgements, one must also be able to deduce on the 
basis of reason (Sherman, 1997).  
Virtues enable one to successfully strive towards good. For this reason Aristotle and Plato already emphasised the 
co-dependence of moral and intellectual virtues (Curren, 2007), because the judgement of somebody who lacks 
knowledge leads them towards poor actions. Without moral education (Aristotle, Nicomachean ethics 1179b4 -26), 
which includes learning virtues without the feeling of what is valuable and what is possible to admire.   
In a complex modern society, which is often labelled as the ‘risk society’ (Beck, 2009), an individual is 
constantly exposed to moral judgements and thus moral education and virtue learning are of great importance. It is 
not a coincidence that the focal point for 21st century competences involves virtues that are an important part of 
personal and professional development.  
In constantly changing life and labour conditions, employers frequently emphasise competences that can be 
understood as virtues such as loyalty, prudence, moderation, courage, truthfulness and broadmindedness. 
4. Virtues – can one learn them? 
Virtues are practiced moral standards and gained tendencies towards the realisation of good. Virtues are the 
strength and capability to act humanely and in their essence become the core of an individual’s existence. Virtues 
make a human and have a special ability to bring out excellence in an individual (Sponville, 2002; Barle, Trunk & 
Jošt, 2013). 
Based on the unsuccessful transfer of virtues to young people, Socrates concluded it to be an impossible task, 
especially because virtues are based on personality and the capability to put yourself in somebody else’s shoes 
(Eisele, 2010). However, many authors (Carr, 2008) warn that individuals develop empathy to different degrees. 
Virtues can only be gained by studying them and putting them into practice; virtues are not naturally intrinsic 
(Sponville, 2002) and therefore cannot be transferred simply in any other manner Therefore, the responsibility of 
transferring virtues is one of the most important obligations the older generation has to the younger generation. 
5. Values central to 21st century competences 
Based on the significance of virtues on the life of an individual and community one would probably expect a 
definitive list of virtues. However, literature offers various definitions. It is clear the most important concepts most 
frequently avoid a clear definition (Eisele, 2010). When defining the list of virtues, it is imperative they derive from 
practiced moral values. Regardless of the various definitions, hereinafter we will stress virtues that have an 
important influence on the development of 21st century competences. It has to be taken into account that 
understanding virtues is complex and versatile. Deliberation of each virtue can only be done within the context of 
practice. 
Can politeness itself be considered a virtue? It might only be a façade of a virtue (Sponville, 2002), but at the 
same time it preconditions the development of other virtues. It is impossible to expect other virtues to fully develop 
if one is not respectful of others, since the respect of human dignity is the foundation for formation of every 
relationship. Politeness is a virtue that is not a virtue itself, it is considered an ‘empty’ virtue which conditions the 
practice of other virtues. This seems to be under emphasised in the learning and education process as well as in 
professional relationships. Moreover, the impolite behaviour tolerance under the “no – time – for – politeness” 
pretence is considerable and many times disables the development of other virtues. Concerning this, technical 
literature on human management emphasises the importance of the respect of human dignity, a respectful and polite 
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attitude towards others not only from an ethical point of view but also as a factor that reflects in the efficiency of the 
labour force.  
Loyalty is one of the important virtues, especially in the complex, fast changing world and in times of the risk 
society. Loyalty can be defined as the virtue of memory that nurtures concern for the future. Being loyal does not 
mean being opposed to change; it means to refuse to change ideas without good and sound reasons. It means one is 
respectful of the past development and at the same time ready for a change, it is about not betraying the 
development of humankind and that which has defined us. Being loyal to human development can thus be 
interpreted as the principal of virtues (Sponville, 2002).  
If politeness can be interpreted as the basis of virtue development, loyalty is prudent condition for virtue 
development. Ethics of responsibility hold us responsible not only for our intentions or principles, but also for the 
consequences of our actions; which to a certain extent can be predicted. Prudence can thus be interpreted as the 
orientation that enables us to decide between good and bad and take the appropriate actions. Prudence also involves 
the capability of declining numerous comforts which may later cause inconvenience or if we accomplish permanent 
or greater enjoyment. Prudence in a way includes and considers the future. It is important to emphasise prudence 
does not either forbid risk or mean always avoiding danger (Sponville, 2002).  
Moderation is also among the important virtues for the modern age. It neither forbids nor reduces pleasure. 
Moderation means avoidance of extremes or excesses that enables the control of desires instead of being enslaved 
by them. For that reason moderation is a means for achieving independence and independence is a means for 
achieving happiness. Moderation also concerns desires; t the limitlessness of desires that forces individuals into 
deficiency, dissatisfaction or unhappiness can also be understood as an illness of the imagination (Sponville, 2002).  
The discussion of courage as a virtue is highly important in a risk society. Courage always predicts a way of 
selflessness, altruism or broadmindedness. However, it does not exclude a certain insensitivity to fear. Thus, courage 
is not absence of fear; it is the capability to overcome it with a stronger and broadminded will. Courage can be 
interpreted as the virtue of the beginning, a virtue that gives us strength to endure in spite of difficulties and a virtue 
that gives us strength to retry and start anew.  
Truthfulness and humour are also worth mentioning. These two virtues are frequently overlooked or even 
misused. Being truthful to oneself and judgement of your own actions is without exception an indisputable 
imperative. Truthfulness with regards to other people is more complex. Hiding cruelty under the pretence of 
truthfulness is not a virtue. The truth can be revealed in the case that doing such does not veer from a more 
important essential virtue. This, however, holds true only in relation to others, never in relation to oneself.  
Humour helps us to live, but must not be mistaken for irony which is something entirely different and is not a 
virtue. Humour consists of courage, greatness and broadmindedness. With humour, the meaning is relative, 
alleviated, and distant in a way that liberates us and helps us to survive. Humour is based on what one loves and 
appreciates and is a virtue, whereas irony means to ridicule what one hates and despises and cannot be defined as a 
virtue.  
Regarding the development of a citizenship education in Europe (the widest concept) which has an aim of more 
successful EU integration, volunteering as a virtue has recently been added and emphasised in various ways, but the 
definition always contains the objective of moving towards more inclusive and co-operative societies (Bezjak, 
Klemenčič, 2014) built by active and responsible citizens where education has an important role. The concept of 
citizenship education is developing fast, thus by adding new values and virtues that should be taught and learnt in 
schools, and consequently broadening the maximalist conception of citizenship education and citizenship 
(Klemenčič, 2012), the same concept whose characteristics and different virtues emphasise that they are transferable 
to education in general.   
More virtues could be mentioned; however, this selection is based mostly on the list of the most frequently 
omitted virtues and at the same time virtues that are imperative for shaping relationships between people and the 
moral excellence of an individual.  
Moral excellence is shown by our virtues and deeds. Appropriate actions are defined by first doing the decent 
thing (politeness), followed by what needs to be done (humanitarianism), and at the very end to follow our desires 
regardless of how much we love (ethics) (Sponville, 2002). 
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6. Conclusion 
Modern times demand a redefinition of the self-evident ways of our existence. Learning within the framework of 
mass education itself has seemed to be a very important achievement of previous centuries and hence self – evident. 
The resistance of the young generation to formal education might be the consequence of the basic mission of every 
education – to strengthen moral and intellectual brilliance of an individual. If moral excellence is a firm pillar 
around which the educational process is cantered, it seems that moral excellence is overlooked too often within the 
mission of schools.  
Rapidly changing conditions of life and work in modern society have shaken the foundations of the education 
process. Knowledge of what students should know in order to be prepared for life and work has become increasingly 
unstable; vocational training and professions have been losing their purpose because of the swift changes in the 
labour market. Moreover, students are expected to be the ones to design new workplaces in the future.  
The mentioned processes cast a completely different light on the field of education. Encyclopaedic and factual 
knowledge has become increasingly less important in comparison to the capability to define knowledge, critical 
thinking and problem solving. Intellectual excellence remains without a doubt an important dimension of the 
effective integration of an individual into society and enables one to succeed as an EU citizen.  
The competences required for survival in the 21st century has strengthened the importance of moral excellence 
and the development of virtues. Virtues strive towards the realisation of good and trigger the excellence in an 
individual. All in all, virtues bring meaning to one´s life and help one achieve true happiness. 
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